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DEFINING MAIMONIDES' ARISTOTELIANISM 

The Aristotelian legacy presented itself to Maimonides in three distinct layers 
between which his historical sense knew well to differentiate: the authentic 
writings of Aristotle; the Byzantine commentaries; and the Muslim Aristote
lians. With characteristic sensitivity, he gave no credence to any of the pseudo
Aristotelian writings which had played an important role in Jewish Neoplaton
ism. In this respect he was far more of a purist than al-Farabi (who, for exoteric 
purposes, drew on the Theology of Aristotle in order to harmonize Plato and 
Aristotle) and Averroes (who, for similar reasons, invoked a "metaphysical 
treatise by Aristotle" as yet unidentified and also quoted Ps.-Aristotle, De 
mundo). The passages Maimonides cites verbatim - "This is what he Aristotle 
actually says" - from the genuine Aristotelian corpus are not always models of 
accuracy but this is due to the liberties occasionally taken by the Arabic version 
of the text which, on the whole, is remarkably faithful to the original. 

Of the Byzantine commentators of Aristotle known to, and utilized by 
Maimonides, those to be named are Alexander of Aphrodisias and Themistius. 
He is acquainted also with John Philoponus but has little respect for him as a 
philosopher, ranking him as he does among the founders of Kalam. He quotes 
al-Farabi's refutation of Philoponus in the former's (now lost) work The 
Changing Beings. As against the commentators he designates the Muslim 
faliisifa - chiefly al-Farabi and Avicenna - as "latter-day Aristotelians." From 
them he adopts the peculiar combination of Aristotle's movers of the spheres 
with the neoplatonic system of emanations. At the same time, he seeks to divest 
the emanationist theory of its apparent crudity and to approximate it to 
Aristotelian categories. It should also be noted that his elaborate critique of 
Aristotle's doctrine of the eternity of the world is directed, in large measure, 
against the arguments advanced by the "latter-day Aristotelians." There is an 
obvious tendency on his part to go back to, and take issue with, the authentic 
Aristotle. Even though there is definite evidence of neoplatonic influence on his 
thinking, notably as far as his negative theology is concerned, the Aristotelian 
orientation re-asserts itself in his concept of God as the actus purus of thinking. 
All of which goes to show that the term "neoplatonic Aristotelianism" (which 
fits the faliisifa) is not wholly appropriate in the case of Maimonides. It would 
be nearer the truth to say that certain neoplatonic notions served him as grist 



to his Aristotelian mill. In a similar way, certain KaHim concepts (such as the 
notion of "particularization") were made use by him within an ultimately 
Aristotelian framework. 

That Maimonides considered Aristotle to represent the acme of philosophy 
is attested by many of his utterances. Aristotle is the "head" (riris) of the 
philosophers. He "reached the highest degree of intellectual perfection open to 
man, barring only the still higher degree of prophetic inspiration." Maimonides 
prefers him to Plato whose writings are "difficult and couched in allegories." 
There is no need, therefore, to "occupy oneself" with Aristotle's predecessors. 
"I shall pay no attention," Maimonides declares, "to anyone philosopher 
besides Aristotle," a statement which has close parallels in Averroes' writings. 
Maimonides calls attention to "the depth of Aristotle's penetration" and to "his 
extraordinary apprehension." 

At the same time, Maimonides makes a determined effort to portray 
Aristotle as a thinker in search of the truth rather than claiming to own it. He 
is well aware of what has been called the "aporetic" or "dialectical" method 
employed by Aristotle, examining the pros and cons of opinions both past and 
present in order to arrive at the truth, yet remaining open to alternative 
solutions. This view of Aristotle as protagonist of an essentially "provisional" 
and "open" system has been advocated, in modern research, by Werner Jaeger 
and others following in his path. Maimonides may have had an axe to grind 
when he stressed the "unassuming persona" of Aristotle - the issue that 
concerned him was creation versus eternity - but the point he made testifies to 
his acute reading of Aristotle. Besides, it enabled him to assume that the 
tension between philosophy and prophetic revelation was less pronounced than 
seemed to be the case on the surface. 

There still remains the basic question: To what extent was Maimonides an 
Aristotelian? How are we to define his Aristotelianism? There are a number of 
concise statements by Maimonides to guide our initial steps in answering this 
question. They all tend to suggest that Maimonides was an all out Aristotelian 
except in one respect: He parted company with him on the issue of the world's 
eternity as a correlative to the world's necessity. "All of us aim at one and the 
same principle, i.e. the First Cause. But he Aristotle holds ... that everything 
other than it necessarily proceeds from it. We affirm that all these things have 
been made by Him in virtue of a purpose and a will." Considering the prophetic 
and the philosophic opinions, "you will find no difference other than the one we 
have explained: namely, that they the Aristotelians regard the world as eternal 
and we regard it as produced in time." Maimonides' effort is ostensibly directed 
at refuting the semblance of inevitability claimed for Aristotle's position and at 
showing, at the same time, that the opposite view is philosophically tenable. In 
interpreting Maimonides' endeavor, we intend to make it clear that, notwith
standing its religious motivation, its mode of procedure is thoroughly Aris
totelian; that it stays within the Aristotelian frame of reference and, in a sense, 
tries to be more Aristotelian than Aristotle was. The stance presented is not 
that of a theologically qualified Aristotelianism. In intent, at least, it is rather 
that of a logically consistent Aristotelianism. Maimonides is obviously not 

prepared to compromise his seriousness as a philosopher much as he tries to 
accomodate religious belief within its confines. Whether this very elaborate 
harmonizing effort represents his ultimate, esoteric view of things is another 
matter. 

It follows from the afore-going outline of our approach that what needs close 
investigation is the Aristotelian concept of "necessity" (arab. luzum; hebr. 
hiyyuv; and their equivalents). Its corollary is the notion of eternity, as we shall 
have occasion to observe. What is of decisive importance, however, is the 
interplay of necessity - a concept variously defined - with the teleological 
principle. It is the dialectic of necessity and purpose that characterizes 
Aristotle's fundamental outlook and enables Maimonides to assert the role of 
purpose in the universe. Whereas Aristotle confined that dialectic to the 
sublunar realm, the world of physics, Maimonides extended it to the translunar 
sphere of astro- and metaphysics. He thereby challenged Aristotle's thesis of 
absolute necessity as operative in the universe determined by the motions of the 
heavenly bodies, and he did so on allegedly Aristotelian grounds. In so doing, 
he defined himself as it were as an Aristotelian up to the hilt. 

I. NECESSITY AND PURPOSE IN THE SUBLUNAR WORLD. 

ART AS MODEL OF NATURE. THE FOUR CAUSES 

Necessity, in its primary sense, is defined by Aristotle as "that which cannot be 
otherwise." It therefore denotes the given as an ultimate, as the way in which 
things invariably are and must be accepted beyond further reasoning. The 
ananke myth of Plato's Republic and a host of religious and mythological 
concepts resonate in this definition. It may also be said to sum up the essence of 
Spinoza's philosophy. "It is from this sense of 'necessary'," Aristotle says, "that 
all others are somehow derived." Those other modes of necessity are (1) 
coercive (externally imposed) necessity (which, however, is said in another 
place to fall outside that "which cannot be otherwise"); (2) simple or absolute 
necessity (cbt A U1 c;); and (3) conditional or hypothetical necessity (e ~ 
tm 0 t} e-ce w C;). 

Simple or absolute necessity is of two kinds. It means, in the first place, the 
"mechanistic reactions of materials," the fact that "things are as they are [and 
operate] owing to their very nature." Necessity of this mechanical, automatic 
sort is characteristic of "irrational potencies" (eX A 0 Y 0 t 0 U v d IJ. etc;) as 
distinct from rational, deliberative potencies which act by choice. The 
"necessity" by which irrational potencies such as fire operate implies the 
absence of choice or purpose. Simple or absolute necessity signifies, in the 
second place and, in a sense, primarily, the very being of eternal and unmoved 
substances, i.e. the noetic movers of the celestial spheres. On account of their 
utter simplicity they "cannot be in more than one condition." Their immut
ability constitutes their necessity. Thus, Aristotle comprises both the irrational 
potencies in the world of coming-to-be and passing-away and the unchanging 
movers of the spheres under the same rubric of absolute necessity. This is less 
surprising than might appear. For Aristotle considers the process of coming-



to-be and passing-away to be just as necessary and eternal - hence cyclical and 
returning upon itself - as the motions of the heavens. In fact, he affirms the 
identity of the necessary and the eternal: "for what must necessarily be, must at 
the same time always be, since what 'must necessarily be' cannot 'not-be'; 
hence, if a thing is 'of necessity', it is eternal, and, if it is eternal, it is 'of 
necessity'." 

The third mode, conditional or hypothetical necessity, presupposes the 
notion of purpose. Necessity in this sense means "that if this or that is to be 
the final cause and purpose, then such and such things must be so." A saw must 
necessarily be made of iron if it is to serve its purpose. The justification for 
calling absolute and hypothetical necessity by the same term (aVdYKTJ) lies in 
the fact that the latter implies the former: It is the absolute necessity inherent in 
the nature of the material (iron) that makes its use for certain purposes (e.g. 
serving as a saw) a conditional necessity. Teleological causality is intertwined 
with mechanistic causality. As Aristotle put it, "We have, then, these two 
causes before us, to wit, the 'final' cause, and also necessity." 

Hypothetical necessity thus leads us right into the heart of Aristotle's view of 
nature. The twofold causality (teleological and mechanistic) entails a twofold 
sense of the physical: as form and as matter of a natural thing. The mechanistic 
explanation of nature is not false, but insufficient. The teleological view 
embraces the mechanistic one, and the latter is subordinated to the former. 
Natural processes happen of necessity, yet for the sake of an end. Unlike 
Empedocles, Democritus and Anaxagoras who reduced nature to a concur
rence of necessity and chance happenings, hence to mechanistic processes, 
Aristotle regarded coming-to-be and passing-away as determined by both 
necessity and purpose (dA. 0 C;;). Thus, the sun's movement in the ecliptic is 
mechanically responsible for coming-to-be and passing-away, and it is, at the 
same time, teleologically necessary as a condition for the circular movement of 
becoming and decay by which the order of the sublunar world is maintained. In 
the process of becoming, which is a struggle between material and form, the 
latter normally succeeds but, at times, the non-teleological activity of matter 
asserts itself and failure (such as monstrous births) ensues. As Aristotle 
maintains, there is more purposiveness in nature than in art. 

The doctrine of the two kinds of causality is fully elaborated in Aristotle's 
famous presentation of the four causes that operate both in art and in nature. It 
is a remarkable fact that he had not the slightest hesitation to apply the model 
of art mutatis mutandis to the processes of nature. This procedure has met with 
occasional criticism. It has been characterized as "anthropomorphic" and 
"technomorphic." Against this objection it has been pointed out that both for 
Plato and Aristotle art (dxvTJ) is not something alien to nature since they are 
immediately related to the idea. Nature, no less than art, is activity guided by 
the idea. Plato's demiurge creates by looking at the idea, and Aristotle speaks 
of creative nature (<I>UOlC;; OTJIHoupyouoa). Hence the application of the 
model of art to nature cannot be considered an illicit transference. It plays, at 
all events, a decisive role in Aristotle's thinking. 

The four causes (a ida l) - the final, material, efficient and formal - are 

more clearly discernible in art than in nature, which is obviously the reason 
why Aristotle chose art as the model. In art the efficient or moving cause is 
invariably separate from the thing effected while in natural processes it may be 
separate (as progenitor or seed), but in most cases it works as an immanent 
cause. Moreover, the progenitor reproduces himself, whereas the agent in the 
realm of art produces the form which he carries as an object of thought in his 
soul. As agent, he is a rational potency acting from choice. The form 
corresponds to the purpose he seeks to achieve and he reaches his goal by 
employing the necessary means (materials) in due proportion to the purpose. In 
the case of the architect who builds a house - one of Aristotle's favorite 
examples - the purpose-serving materials must be there ifthere is to be a house 
but the materials will not account for the existence of the house. It is the 
"purposeful intention of the maker" - the purpose of protecting and preserving 
certain goods - that is responsible for it. Art - the form of the purpose-fulfilling 
object - is a rational potency in the soul of the agent or efficient cause. The 
technician must know both the form as determined by the purpose and the 
necessary means. 

What is it in natural processes that functions as an analogue to the mind of 
the architect? In the case of procreation, we noted above, an external agent, the 
semen, shapes the material (the menstrual blood, which, in Aristotle's view, is 
the sole substance of the foetus). The semen contains the form, the purpose and 
the moving power (0 uv a Jll C;;), and would, therefore, seem to be a perfect 
analogy to the architect's mind, except for the fact that no conscious activity is 
involved. In fact, Aristotle compares the semen not to the architect's mind but 
to his tools which shape the material, and he draws a distinct parallel to the 
model of art when he says: "In a similar way to this [i.e. the carpenter's moving 
his tools in accordance with the 'form' in his soul], Nature acting in the male of 
semen-emitting animals uses the semen as a tool." In a subsequent passage 
discussing other forms of generation, he describes Nature as "watching over 
the business" and as resembling a modeller in clay rather than a carpenter. 
Nature is presented here as the exact counterpart to art. It is pictured as going 
about its "business" in a circumspect and deliberate way, an image that comes 
close to the characterization of nature as "wise" and as "doing nothing to no 
purpose." 

These personifications of Nature need not be taken too literally. In yet 
another passage Aristotle identifies the generative principle which uses heat 
and cold as its "instruments" in analogy to the instruments of human art with 
the dynamis of the nutritive soul, and he says of this "part of Soul" that it is the 
"nature" ( ......... ) of plants and animals. Nature with a capital N is but an 
abstract of the concrete natures of organic (and unorganic) entities. In 
Aristotle's all-embracing definition, nature is "the principle and cause of 
motion and rest to those things, and those things only, in which she inheres 
primarily, as distinct from incidentally." It is also the form of natural things 
and, as such, the goal, the "for-the-sale-of-which" of the natural process. In this 
respect, nature is worlds apart from art: none of manufactured things "has 
within itself the principle of its own making." Yet desoite this difference. there 



is a structural analogy between art and nature. 
The coming-to-be of natural things as described above is still short of an 

originating principle comparable to the conscious mind that produces artificial 
things. Does Aristotle posit such a principle beyond and above the unconscious 
activity of nature? That he is groping for an intelligent principle is shown by the 
way in which he illustrates the purposefulness in natural processes - an exact 
parallel, he insists, to artificial processes - by "the works of spiders and ants" 
which, clearly, are not "the outcome of art" or "deliberation," yet have been 
attributed to "intelligence" (v Q:I) or "some similar faculty." In Parts of the 
Animals where, again, the purposiveness of things "arranged by Nature" is 
stressed, he says of the "principle" (apxrv or "cause" (aida) of those things 
that it "came to us from the universe around us." One may connect this passage 
with the one in Coming-To-Be and Passing-Away which makes the annual 
course of the sun in the ecliptic circle responsible for the continuous process 
of becoming and decay. This causality is credited, on the one hand, to Nature, 
on the other to God who "perfected the universe by making coming-to-be a 
perpetual process." In Metaphysics, XII Aristotle lists "the sun and the ecliptic" 
as one of three causes of the generation of man; the two others are the elements 
(the material cause) and the progenitor (the formal cause). The discussion 
moves, however, steadily on toward the notion of God as the "first principle 
and primary reality." An early passage points already in this direction: "The art 
of building is the form of a house, and man begets man: but besides these there 
is that which as first of all things moves all things." The climax is reached in the 
statement: "Such then i.e. the unmoved necessary Being is the first principle 
upon which hang the sensible universe and the world of nature." It should cause 
no surprise, therefore, to read in On the Heavens: "But God and nature produce 
nothing that does not fulfil a purpose." 

Not all commentators of Aristotle interpret the trend of the discussion in 
Metaphysics, XII as leading up to the notion of the First Mover as the ultimate 
cause of purposive processes in nature. The passage I070b (3-35 (" ... besides 
these there is that which as first of all things moves all things") is understood by 
Themistius to mean that the First Mover to be spoken of subsequently is in a 
category different from the proximate movers such as operate in art and 
procreation. Alexander of Aphrodisias, on the other hand, sees here precisely 
a reference to "another principle" shared by all the proximate movers, a view 
ostensibly adopted by Averroes. For Themistius, it seems, the sun's course in 
the ecliptic represents the highest principle determining the process of coming
to-be in that it engenders the world-soul (lit., "the soul that is in the earth"), a 
concept he links both to Plato and Aristotle. "It is not to be wondered at," he 
says, "that nature should bring that which it does to an intended end without 
comprehending it. For it neither knows nor conceives what it does. This proves 
that the proportions [inherent in the efficient cause] derive from the most noble 
and elevated cause: the world-soul, of which Plato says that it is generated by 
the secondary deities and which Aristotle traces to the sun and the ecliptic. It is 
for this reason that nature does what it does, directed towards an end it does 
not comprehend. Just as we meet people that are inspired to utter prophetic 

words without understanding what they say." ShahrasUinI's short paraphrase of 
the Themistius passage is certainly in error when it identifies the most noble 
cause by which nature is "inspired" with God. 




